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2 Introduction 1 
This paper presents the findings of a research project conducted in 2017/18 with four 

Small-to-Medium sized Enterprises (SMEs) in Scandinavia who had transitioned to or 

were working towards to a 30-hour working week. Shorter working weeks have drawn 

much media attention of late with arguments being put forward for and against them. 

There is also much debate in the academic literature about the actual and optimum 

number of working hours from a political, social, economic and environmental 

perspective.  

In this paper we begin by considering how the changing nature of the workplace in our 

capitalist society is driving trends that impact on working hours and working life. Then 

we review the arguments for and against a shorter working week from a political, 

social, economic and environmental perspective. Finally, we present the findings from 

the research interviews on what these four organisations actually did to transform their 

working environments. We examine these findings in the context of relevant academic 

research. Four areas are studied in detail: (1) how to motivate people, (2) how power is 

managed within the organisation, (3) making collaboration efficient and effective and 

(4) creating an environment that generates innovation and creativity. These four areas 

make up what we call the “Frame” of the organisation.  
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3 The nature of capitalism 2 
Capitalism – a profit-making machine 

This research has taken place against a background of shifting change in our 

democratic, capitalist society, in what is popularly described as a VUCA world (Volatile, 

Uncertain, Complex and Ambiguous). Capitalism has taken different forms over the 

years. First there were the small, paternalistic and entrepreneurial bourgeois firms of 

the 19th century that transformed into the large corporations that dominated the 20th 

century. Boltanski and Chiapello (2005) describe the third form of capitalism that is now 

emerging as characterised by organisations with complex, global supply chains, who 

operate as a network bringing people together to work on a succession of projects. 

The qualities essential in this new capitalist workplace are those of the networker, the 

ability to build relationships and adapt to change (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2005). 

Whatever its form the focus of capitalism remains the same, which is the unlimited 

accumulation of wealth. The purpose of a capitalist firm is to make profit for its 

shareholders (shareholder theory, as coined by Friedman, 1970), which means a focus 

on short-term financial results. Davis (2009) connects the demise of the large 

corporation with the rise in power of the financial institutions, who dominate the 

market through takeovers, mergers and acquisitions. The vulnerability of this was 

exposed in the 2008 crash but we are still left with a capitalism that is financially 

focused and grappling with increased globalisation, which in turn has increased the 

pressure on the Earth’s resources.  

In a marketplace where competition rules the winner-takes-all approach has resulted in 

a focus on efficiency drives, with increased automation and digitalisation of the 

workplace, together with what could be regarded as an assault on workers’ benefits 

and rights. The increasing “Uberisation” of the workplace (Elgot, 2017, Towers-Clark, 

2019) has resulted in many working long hours in insecure jobs and struggling to make 

ends meet. At the same time the pressure on cost has led to larger organisations 

stripping out as many layers of management as possible, which has led to increased 

pressure on those in managerial and professional roles. Indeed, surveys of work 

“intensity” reveal that white-collar jobs are among those that have intensified the most 

(Green et al, 2018, Hewlett & Luce, 2006, Oldham & Hackman, 2010). The development 

of self-autonomous teams may mean job enrichment for those at the front line but it 

can also come with an increase in intensity that leads to long-term stress and burnout 

(Gambles, Lewis & Rapoport, 2006), with professions such as teaching and nursing 

being particularly affected within the UK (Green et al, 2018).  

What we also see is a bifurcation of the workplace (Jacobs and Green, 1998), with some 

workers facing increased intensity of work and longer working hours, whilst others are 

left underemployed. There has also been a growth in inequality, particularly in the 

neoliberal economies of the US/UK (Piketty, 2014), which has seen huge relative 
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3 The nature of capitalism 2 
increases in the financial rewards paid out to CEOs in comparison to the rest of the 

employees within an organisation. The increase in wealth amongst the elite is another 

potential destabilising factor in society (Piketty, 2014, Hayden, 1999). 

We can view the whole workings of capitalism as symptomatic of an ideology born 

within a Western culture that has been built on the value of dominance of one group 

or culture over another (Lent, 2017), and indeed of dominance over the planet itself, 

with its fundamental assumptions of the primacy of competition and winner-takes-all. 

Inequality, according to Mirowski (2013), is essential to neoliberal capitalism, as the 

desire to improve one's position drives innovation and economic productivity. But the 

impact of this growing social inequality plus the now more publicly acknowledged 

environmental crisis is causing people to question some of these assumptions.  

Going beyond profit: the rise of stakeholder theory 

Stakeholder theory (Freeman, 1984) has been put forward as an alternative to the 

narrow economic view of Friedman’s shareholder theory. In stakeholder theory a 

business is accountable not just to its investors, but to a group of stakeholders who can 

impact, or are potentially impacted by the activities of the business (Freeman, 1984). 

The main challenge to stakeholder theory has been around the definition of the term 

stakeholder (Stieb, 2008) in terms of who should be counted and what priority is given 

to each group, both in terms of the benefits they receive and the amount of decision-

making power they have within the organisation. Some examples of stakeholder theory 

depict a wide range of different groups (e.g. Strand and Freeman, 2012), whilst others 

limit it to just six, consisting of investors, employees, customers, suppliers, communities 

and the natural environment (Boonnual, Prasertsri and Panmanee, 2017). A 

manifestation of stakeholder theory has been the evolvement of Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR) (Kotter and Lee, 2011), where businesses are encouraged to 

provide evidence of how they contribute to the wider benefit of society. The challenge 

with CSR is that it is a complex construct (Boonnual, Prasertsri and Panmanee, 2017), 

whose impact on the sustainability and success of the firm is therefore difficult to 

quantify. It is also somewhat regarded as a marketing exercise in promoting the firm as 

highly ethical and socially/ environmentally conscious, whilst behind the scenes it is 

business as usual with a focus on profit. 

A second movement that we can associate with stakeholder theory is the development 

of the concept of the purpose of a firm. There are many examples and definitions of 

purpose out there (O’Brien and Cave, (2017). Crainer, (2011), EY Beacon Institute (2017), 

CIPD, (2010, 2011, 2014, 2017), Harvard Business Review, (2015), PWC, (2016), White et 

al, (2017)) but they all reflect some common themes. At its most fundamental the 

purpose represents the company’s reason for being, i.e. why it exists. Second, and 

perhaps most significantly, a business purpose has to look beyond profit. It is about 
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3 The nature of capitalism 2 
how the company benefits or impacts society as whole or alternatively a range of 

different stakeholders. It is about being ethical, human-centred rather than profit-

centred and socially engaged. Having a purpose is seen as providing a sense of 

meaning to employees, which results in higher engagement, builds trust through a 

sense of authenticity and sets a clear direction for the 

company by providing a vision that people can buy into.  

For purpose to really make a difference it needs to be 

embedded into the core of the organisation and drive 

strategic decision-making. It also has to be associated with a 

set of values that are seen to drive the behaviour of everyone 

from the CEO downwards (CIPD, 2010, Williams, 2016).  

The evidence so far is that organisations that have truly embraced the concept of 

purpose have seen results, particularly in their ability to be innovative, break into new 

markets and go through transformational change (EY Beacon Institute (2017), Harvard 

Business Review (2015)). The competitive advantage of being purpose-driven lies in the 

enhanced agility and resilience of the firm, as it is easier to give responsibility and 

therefore autonomy to employees than it is in a more structured, controlled and 

financially-focused organisation. This is because decisions are judged on the basis of 

whether or not they will serve the purpose of the organisation, rather than trying to 

follow a policy and procedures manual. Having an established purpose has also 

impacted on financial performance (Crainer, 2011). 

Laloux (2014) includes purpose in his evolutionary concept of a “Teal” organisation. 

Rather than being managed and led from above in the traditional way Teal 

organisations consist of self-autonomous teams who make their own decisions on the 

front-line and can therefore respond quickly to environmental changes/opportunities. 

An example is the successful Dutch healthcare company Buurtzorg. It has grown to 

14000 employees in 13 years, comprising 800 teams of nursing staff, who work 

autonomously with no managers, few meetings and overheads.  

But whilst the majority of business leaders surveyed regard the concept of purpose as 

being valid and a good idea (90% in the Harvard Business Review (2015), 79% in PWC, 

(2016)), far fewer actually claimed to have a purpose that drove strategic decision 

making (46% in the Harvard Business Review, (2015), 34% in PWC, (2016)). If we take a 

cynical view, we could regard these figures as business saying “yes, good idea” but we 

are still going to stick with our financial focus. 

Part of the challenge of course is that the different stakeholders identified within 

stakeholder theory are usually seen as having competing interests (Stieb, 2008). Taking 

steps to minimise environmental impact or improve the wellbeing of employees tends 

to incur costs, which then impact on bottom-line profit, especially in the short-term. 

CORE 
Purpose  

Vision Values 
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There is also the challenge of how to measure other outcomes, besides the financial. 

The concept of Triple Bottom Line (Norman & MacDonald, (2004), Pava (2017)) has 

been put forward as one methodology, although critics suggest that you cannot 

measure societal and environmental impact in the same objective way that you can 

gather financial data. Pfeffer (2010) suggests that performance should be measured 

through a) environmental sustainability/social responsibility impacts and b) employee 

physical/psychological wellbeing as well as shareholder return/productivity. An 

example of potential employee metrics are the ones introduced by Antony Jenkins 

during his tenure at Barclays (White et al, 2017), which broaden the annual corporate 

report away from just a financial focus. 

Finding the sweet spot 

So, is there a sweet spot – a way of leading and managing an organisation that can 

accommodate the needs of all relevant stakeholders and deliver a win-win for all, 

rather than a winner-takes-all? And if the dominant group (investors) retain decision-

making power in the organisation then what would entice them to move towards a 

stakeholder approach, with a potential diminishment of that power? 

The purpose of this research is to understand what organisations need to do to 

successfully move to a stakeholder/purpose-driven approach. All the organisations that 

took part had a goal of reducing working hours in order to enhance employee 

wellbeing and quality of life. Note that the focus is on improved quality of life, rather 

than the term “work-life balance”. Work-life balance is generally seen as the ability of 

an individual to feel fulfilled and satisfied in all areas of their life, including work, family 

responsibilities and non-work activities/interests, with a minimum degree of role 

conflict (Parkes and Langford, (2008), Sturges and Guest (2004)). But several authors 

(e.g. Lewis, Gambles and Rapoport, 2007, Pocock, Skinner & Williams, 2008, Parkes & 

Langford, 2008) argue that this term is somewhat misplaced and the focus should be 

on how to provide “socially sustainable” work that meets personal and societal needs 

as well as business ones. Scandinavia is already seen as forward-thinking in its 

implementation of such ideas (Strand and Freeman, 2015).  

We will now consider the political, social, economic and environment considerations of 

a shorter working week. This takes a more systemic view of whether working shorter 

hours is an appropriate strategy to meet the differing needs of different business 

stakeholders. We include political in here, because of the role of government in 

regulating the capitalist market and balancing the needs of employers against those of 

employees, as well as needing to address social and environmental issues through 

government policy. 



 

  (c) Lysna Ltd 9 

4 Why work fewer hours? 3 
Political considerations 

 Political arguments for and against a shorter working week, as put forward by scholars 

such as Schor (1992) and Basso (1998) typically pit the needs of the employer/ 

organisation on one side against the needs of the employee on the other. Institutions 

such as the CBI in the UK oppose the reduction of working time, whilst trade unions are 

in favour (Booth & Holmes, 2019). Much of this debate is steeped in the notion that 

employers want to extract more value from their employees by making them work 

longer hours for the same pay (Basso, (1998) Schor (1992)) whilst trade unions see 

themselves as defenders of worker rights and freedoms. Typically, industry sees shorter 

working hours as reducing the competitiveness of firms, whilst the counter argument is 

that it creates jobs and improves work-life balance (Laker & Roulet, 2019). Whilst there 

is still debate as to whether the average length of the working week has shortened or 

lengthened during the twentieth century (Robinson & Godbey, (1995), Robinson & 

Bostrom, (1994), Sturges & Guest (2004), Jacobs & Gerson (2001), Maume & Bellas, 

2001)), due to the differing methodologies employed to collect data, government 

legislation has played its part in reducing hours. The French government introduced a 

35-hour week over 20 years ago (Laker & Roulet, 2019) and the EU legislation around 

working time is reflected in the fact that European workers on average work less than 

their American counterparts (OECD, 2020). In the 1990s Denmark had one of the lowest 

work hours in Europe (Hayden, 1999), although today it is the Netherlands who are 

seen to be leading the way (Laker & Roulet, 2019). Drivers for reducing work hours may 

also differ between countries, with a focus on creating and saving jobs in countries like 

France, Germany and Italy, and an emphasis on the value of time away from work in 

Denmark and Sweden (Hayden, 1999). 

The concept of “work-life” balance is also a political construct, based on governments 

wanting to get people into work, especially women, but at the same time allowing time 

for childrearing responsibilities to encourage population growth (Warhurst, Eikhof & 

Haunschild, 2008). The shift in working patterns during the latter half of the twentieth 

century and start of the twenty-first has created issues not just about the total amount 

of time worked but also the flexibility of working hours, with the increase in the 

number of women entering the workplace, particularly on a part-time basis. The 

traditional male breadwinner is now replaced by dual-income families and single 

parent families (Lewis, Gambles & Rapoport (2007)). Jacobs and Gerson (1998) contend 

that the average length of the working week has not changed, instead it is this influx of 

women into the workplace that has caused a demographic and social shift. Much of the 

discussion around working hours focuses on the need for flexibility in the workplace 

(Coussey, 2000), especially for women. They are seen as carrying the greater proportion 

of the burden of non-paid domestic work, i.e. household chores and childcare, which 

adds to the length of their “working week”. Ransome (2008) describes the combination 

Governments 

view work-life 

balance as a 

way of 

maintaining 

population 

growth 

alongside 

increased 

female 

participation in 

the workplace. 
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of paid work and unpaid domestic work as representing the total “responsibility 

burden” that tends to be much larger for women than it is for men. The question is 

whether this gender inequality is having a detrimental impact on the lives of women 

within the workplace. Jacobs and Gerson (2001) suggest that the pressure on family life 

is due more to the decline in home support due to women moving into the workplace. 

Pocock, Skinner & Williams (2008) suggest that the ability to manage the work-life 

boundary is a matter of the resources available. Working women, however, do still 

seem to show greater commitment to family life than men (e.g. Parasuraman et al, 

1996), which can impact on their career satisfaction 

These political arguments cannot really be considered without reference to some of the 

social and economic considerations that will be outlined next. Business, as we will see, 

can benefit economically from having a shorter working week. From the employee 

perspective work does have a utilitarian purpose in that most people need to work in 

order to live. But the idea proposed by authors such as Basso (1998) that work is 

fatiguing and completely devoid of any form of satisfaction does not stand up in light 

of research that shows that contemporary work in particular can be an important 

source of meaning, personal satisfaction and above all social status and identity for 

many people (e.g. Hewlett and Luce, 2006, Gambles, Lewis & Rapoport, 2006). Studies 

(Hochschild, 1997, Clark, 2019) have found that the introduction of flexible, family-

friendly working practices can fail because work is a haven away from the stresses of 

home for employees, so they prefer to spend more time at work. And Schor (1992) 

argues that for many workers the lure of materialism and the desire to spend is a 

motivator that keeps them working for longer. 

In addition, the focus on GDP growth fuelled by population growth as the one and only 

indicator of a successful society is being challenged from an economic (Raworth, 2017), 

environmental and social perspective. Governments are increasingly facing the 

prospect of a stagnating or even decreasing population, which is also ageing, and 

corresponding low or stagnant economic growth. This has implications in both the 

number and profile of people able to work and the different caring responsibilities that 

come from a declining, ageing population, as opposed to a growing and youthful one. 

Ageing 
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Social considerations 

Stagnant and ageing populations create challenges for society. First, there is the 

question of how to care for and support an increasingly disproportionately large 

elderly population. The same consideration of work-life balance may well apply, except 

that workers are now requiring flexibility in their working arrangements to allow them 

to care for elderly relatives rather than young children. But there is also the question of 

how to keep the elderly economically active for longer. The political response to date 

has been to raise the age of retirement, but an elderly population also needs to be fit 

and capable for work.  

A social consideration for the shorter working week has come from a desire to ensure a 

healthy work force and sustainable employment. HSE (2019) identified stress as being 

responsible for 57% of the sickness days taken within the UK in 2018/19, and of those 

people taking time off for stress 44% cited workload as the driving factor. The main 

issue appears to be not the lengthening of the working week but the intensification of 

the job (Warhurst, Eikhof & Haunschild, 2008). The rise of the extreme job (Hewlett and 

Luce, 2006) has seen managerial and professional staff working long hours (over 50 a 

week) due in part to increased competitive pressure for higher paid jobs, given the 

flattening of organisations and the competitive pressure of globalisation. Although 

long hours are associated with poorer job outcomes (Pocock, Skinner & Williams, 2008) 

they are not necessarily seen as negative by employees. These people find the work 

stimulating and challenging but at the same time they acknowledge that the pace of 

their job is not sustainable. At the other end of the scale the rise of the gig economy 

through the Uberisation of work (Elgot, 2017, Towers-Clark, 2019) has led to workers 

putting in long hours, often in more than one job, just to make ends meet. A survey of 

nurses by Leiter and Durup (1996) found that pressures at work contributed to work-

family conflict through increased stress at home. Entrepreneurs or start-ups also tend 

to be characterised by a long hours culture but Parasuraman et al (1996) found that it 

was the degree of job/family involvement felt by entrepreneurs that contributed to 

work-life conflict, rather than the actual hours worked. Those entrepreneurs that felt a 

greater involvement in work (and therefore commitment to the job) experienced higher 

life stress. 

From the worker perspective a shorter working week does seem to bring a better 

quality of life (Laker & Roulet, 2019). Pfeffer (2010) also cites a link between long work 

hours and health outcomes. The concept of “sustainable HR”, as proposed by Pfeffer 

(2010) is to create jobs and working conditions that enable people to stay in work for 

longer. Ybema, van Vuuren and van Dam (2017) found that implementing a broad 

range of HR practices that focused on employability, motivation and health did 

increase sustainable employability. But the challenge is that a one size approach may 

not fit all. Different jobs place different types of demands on workers but people also 
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differ in how they manage the boundary between work and the rest of their life. 

Nippert Eng (1996) identified two distinct types of worker – a segmentor, who keeps 

work and life completely separate, and an integrator, who is perfectly happy to mix the 

two, with a whole spectrum in-between. Any policy aimed at helping people manage 

their different spheres of life more effectively should take these differences into 

account, which may well add to the complexity of doing so. 

Implementing a shorter working week has been shown to impact both levels of 

sickness and ability to maintain employment. Laker and Roulet (2019) report that 

organisations saw savings of £92 billion (2% of turnover) through the reduction in 

sickness and increase in employee satisfaction. In a trial of shorter working hours in a 

Gothenburg nursing home those nursing staff who had health issues found they felt 

better able to maintain their employment when asked to work six hours instead of 7.5. 

The shorter working week may therefore be one answer as to how to maintain people 

in employment for longer to counteract the societal pressures of a large economically 

inactive elderly population. 

Another aspect of a stagnant or declining population coupled with a global market 

environment that is increasingly competitive and ever-changing due to the 

advancement of technology is the battle for talent. Although the lure of high salaries 

and a challenging, results-focused competitive work climate may have attracted young 

people in the past today’s younger generations of Gen X and Gen Y appear to have 

different requirements when it comes to choosing a career. According to Laker & 

Roulet, (2019) 67% of the Gen Z they surveyed said a four-day working week would 

influence whom they wanted to work for. For many of them it is the culture and 

purpose of a company that is more attractive than high salaries and rewards. Offering a 

shorter working week that allows time for people to pursue other interests, such as 

volunteering or upskilling (Laker & Roulet, 2019) and lead a more fulfilling life can play 

a part in making a company more attractive to the talent it needs. This was a significant 

factor behind the decision to reduce hours in at least one of the organisations involved 

in this research. 

In conclusion there would appear to be a number of social advantages in adopting a 

shorter working week. However, it may not be for everyone. Some authors suggest that 

in general workers are happy with the number of hours they work (e.g. Parkes and 

Langford, 2008)). Others (Jacobs and Gerson, 1998) suggest that the majority of 

Americans would like to work different hours. Sturges and Guest (2004) found that 

early career graduates expressed a desire to work fewer hours but in reality, were 

prepared to put in the hours required to achieve the desired career advancement. 

Other surveys suggest more ambivalence from workers on the length of working hours 

(e.g. Campbell & van Wanrooy, 2013). Parkes and Langford (2008) found that work-life 

balance mattered less than factors such as career advancement, opportunities for 

The “battle for 
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training and development, autonomy and involvement in decision-making and a 

supportive work environment. In our research some people did not want to take an 

extra day off but were happy to engage in activities such as training. For people for 

whom work is a primary source of personal fulfilment or satisfaction that provides a 

diversion away from other areas of their lives a shortened week may not be welcome. 

High job involvement tends to lead to high job satisfaction (Parkes and Langford, 2008, 

Hewlett and Luce, 2006). At the same time even those who seem devoted to their work 

and do put in long hours admit that their workload is not sustainable in the long-term 

(Hewlett and Luce, 2006, Sturges and Guest, 2004). Some authors have also suggested 

that people may feel guilty about taking additional time off (e.g. Laker & Roulet, 2019), 

as the ideal company worker is seen as the person with a high commitment to work 

and prioritises it above everything else (Lewis, Gambles & Rapoport, 2007). The 

complexity around our social and individual attitudes towards work may mean that a 

more nuanced and flexible approach to working time is what is required. 

Economic considerations  

When considering the issue of working hours from a short-term, profitability viewpoint 

the argument would appear to be in favour of keeping people working for as many 

hours as possible. Critics of the shorter working week argue that it reduces firm 

competitiveness (Laker & Roulet, 2019). This is seen as a particular issue in a world 

where globalisation is intensifying competitive activity, creating downward pressure on 

wages and job security (Hayden 1999). Indeed, the Gothenburg nursing home trial 

ended because the council could not afford the increased cost of employing additional 

staff to cover the reduction in hours (Olterman, 2017, Greenfield, 2017, Savage, 2017).  

This argument rests on two assumptions/beliefs. First, that the more hours you keep a 

person working the more productive they will be. Second, that firms should focus on 

profit alone in order to maximise return on investment. Let’s consider both of these. 

With regard to productivity and hours the long hours culture does not necessarily 

result in a more productive work force. Country data from Rosnick and Weisbrot (2006) 

show that in general the longer the average number of hours worked in an economy 

the lower the GDP per work hour. Laker & Roulet (2019) report that 64% of leaders 

who have switched to a shorter working week have seen increases in staff productivity 

and work quality. And case study organisations, such as Perpetual Guardian, a New 

Zealand financial services company (Booth, 2019a) and various UK firms (Booth & 

Holmes, 2019) have shown that a shorter working week can lead to increased 

productivity as well as increased employee wellbeing and commitment. Microsoft 

Japan saw productivity jump 40% by introducing a 4-day week (Gilchrist, 2019). Our 

own Scandinavian research found similar results.  

A shorter 

working week 

can mean 

greater 

productivity. 
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With regard to the focus on profit an increasing number of organisations are starting 

to recognise that using other measures of success actually generates more profitability 

and growth in the long-term. In service industries (now the dominant sector in 

developed countries) Hesket et al’s (2008) Service Profit Chain proposes that the way to 

profit is through having satisfied, loyal and productive employees who provide 

excellent service to customers, hence increasing customer loyalty, retention and share 

of purse, and so improving profit. Harter, Schmidt & Hayes (2002) also found a 

generalised correlation between employee engagement and satisfaction and key 

business outcomes, including customer loyalty, productivity, profitability, employee 

turnover and safety. Kotter and Heskett (1992) identified that adaptive corporate 

cultures that correlated with performance growth contained managers who followed 

the principle of stakeholder capitalism and cared deeply about different stakeholders, 

including employees, customers, shareholders and suppliers.  

If we look again at the Gothenburg trial we can see it as a success in terms of long-

term cost-benefit analysis, with improvements cited in the quality of patient care, 

increased levels of well-being amongst the staff, leading to reduced absence and 

sickness, and reduced unemployment costs for the state, as more nurses were inclined 

to stay in their jobs, and more were recruited to cover the additional hours. The impact 

on customers, employees and the wider society were therefore all clearly positive. 

Looking at the trial through the lens of stakeholder capitalism the wider cost-benefit 

analysis would indicate that a shorter working week is clearly beneficial.  

There is evidence therefore that a shorter working week can deliver business benefits, 

but questions remain as to whether all organisations would benefit to the same degree 

(Sheffield, 2019, Clark, 2019). Although employment contracts are generally based on 

hours/days worked, the output required from different jobs can differ. Some may 

incorporate a time element (providing hours of cover for example), others have spatial 

requirements (i.e. the need to be in a particular place), cognitive or manual labour 

outputs and interdependence, which means being accessible and able to communicate 

and collaborate with others. All of this can impact on how easy it is to adapt a 

particular job function to different working patterns.  

Successful introduction of the concept and the implementation of other sustainable HR 

practices (Ybema, van Vuuren & van Dam, 2017) has taken place generally in small 

organisations, which employ a predominantly white-collar workforce. Larger 

organisations, such as the Wellcome Trust in the UK, have considered the idea but then 

backed away, citing “operational complexity” as the reason (Clark, 2019, Booth, 2019b). 

The challenge for them it would seem was mainly around back office support services, 

such as IT and Finance, which are more difficult to adapt to a shorter working week 

arrangement. This would concur with the experience of the Gothenburg trial, where the 

need to provide a continuous service increased the short-term costs. Laker & Roulet 

Focusing on 

other measures 

besides profit, 

such as 

employee 

engagement, 

customer 

satisfaction and 

quality of output 

makes a 

business more 

profitable. 
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4 Why work fewer hours? 3 
(2019) report that employer concerns around reducing working hours are to do with 

regulations, the bureaucracy involved and the challenge of maintaining staffing levels. 

Coussey (2000) and Maume and Bellas (2001) both suggest that the biggest obstacle to 

reorganising working hours is manager resistance.  

The question for service industries is what strategy is most effective at delivering 

business profitability and growth. If shortening working hours is a way towards 

attaining satisfied, loyal and productive employees then there is an argument that it 

can make good business sense, especially in the long-term. So far, the limited evidence 

available suggests that this is the case. 

However, it may not be the total number of hours worked that is the issue. Barnett, 

Gareis & Brennan (2009) suggest that considering the subjective meaning of work 

hours is more important than objective analysis and the structuring of those hours may 

have more impact on quality of life than total hours worked.  

Environmental considerations 

There is an argument that a shortened working week will have a positive environmental 

impact, as people will consume less energy in getting to and from work, (Laker & 

Roulet, 2019) as well as produce less. Several authors (Knight, Rosa & Schor, (2012), 

Rosnick & Weisbrot, (2006), Spicer (2019), Frey, (2019)) suggest that reducing working 

hours can help to reduce a society’s carbon emissions, based on the fact that we would 

be producing less and consuming less energy. However, the case for a positive 

environmental impact is not clear. As demonstrated above, productivity can still be 

maintained with shortened working hours. There is also the question about what 

people would do with increased leisure time and whether that would lead to increased 

consumption and energy use, so offsetting the reductions achieved through less 

commuting.  

 

Shorter working 

hours may help 

reduce energy 

use and protect 

the planet. 
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Sector 

Services offered 

Unique “value” 

Salary profile / 

labour availability 

The organisations that to-date have successfully introduced a shorter working week 

tend to be smaller and employ predominantly white-collar employees in a knowledge-

based, service industry. Our four sample organisations all fit in that bracket. Table 1 

below provides a summary description of each one. So, this research cannot provide an 

answer to the question as to whether larger organisations or organisations in different 

sectors with different types of workforce could achieve similar benefits from shorter 

hours spent working. It can only provide insight into what smaller, knowledge-based 

organisations can do to reap the benefits of shorter working hours. 

Table 1: Organisational details 

A (Research) B (Translation) C (Marketing) D (Training) 

2010 2016 2005 2007 

24 9 50 33 

Professional 

services 

Professional 

services 

Professional 

services 

Software and 

training 

Research / 

consultancy 

Technical and 

business 

translation 

Online marketing 

and web services 

Food waste / 

hygiene courses 

Unique expertise 

and geographical 

presence  

Generic services 

made easy for 

customers 

Analytics house of 

the year for 6 

consecutive years 

Make food safety 

simple and 

effective 

High salaries Medium salaries  High salaries 

(significant labour 

scarcity) 

Medium to high 

salaries 

Note: All except D are still founder owned. 
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Vision 

Business-focused 

results 

People-focused 

results 

Each of the four organisations surveyed had set out a clear vision of what they wanted 

to achieve by way of reducing working hours, as shown in Table 2 below. In each case 

we see a vision that does not have profitability as its focus.  

Table 2: Organisational vision 

A (Research) B (Translation) C (Marketing) D (Training) 

We want more 

balance in life. We 

want to be living 

and working 

sustainably. 

We want to create 

a better and less 

hectic everyday life 

with more energy -

by working fewer 

hours each day. 

We want to create 

the best possibly 

quality of life 

through a four-day 

working week. 

The idea is to 

create a company 

aligned with our 

society. Create 

space and 

flexibility in our 

work life allowing 

us to be the best 

we are - To be free. 

Three of the four organisations mentioned additional measures of success, as shown in 

Table 3. Following the rationale of the Blake-Mouton managerial grid (Blake & Mouton, 

1985) we divide these into two types – Business-focused (concern for production) and 

People-focused (concern for people). Business-focused measures are financial or task-

based results.  People-focused measures are about the impact on people, be that 

employees or the broader impact the organisation has on human society or the local 

community. 

Table 3: Organisational measures of success 

 A (Research) B (Translation) C (Marketing) D (Training) 

Productivity 

Quality 

Commercial results 

Shareholder return 

 

✓ 

 ✓ ✓ 

✓ 

✓ 

✓ 

Employee satisfaction 

Customer satisfaction 

Employee retention 

  ✓ 

✓ 

✓ 

✓ 

✓ 
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Business or People focus? 

Most of the additional measures were mentioned by organisations C (Marketing) and D 

(Training). C shows more of a focus on People results, which may reflect the fact that 

they were most concerned about the battle for talent and paying high salaries. D shows 

more of a focus on commercial results, which may reflect the nature of the online 

training industry. Both have a focus on productivity, and the way they see to improve 

this is by finding ways of working smarter. So, the project is not just about working 

shorter hours, it is also about how people work during those hours and what they can 

achieve in the time available, given that 

people are still receiving the same salary. 

Research on the application of the 

Blake-Mouton grid (Figure 1) shows 

that organisations that do combine a 

concern for production and a concern 

for people in the Team management 

approach are successful (Cho, Yi & Choi, 

2018). In some situations, Authority-

Compliance (concern for production 

alone) is seen as effective. Country Club 

management (concern for people 

alone) may be effective at generating 

group cohesion but does not drive 

group efficacy (Tabernero et al, 2009).  

The message here is that even if a 

business wants to focus on employee wellbeing it cannot afford to stop focusing on 

business results. The challenge is how to combine the two. This is where advocates of 

the notion of business purpose argue that it provides a common ground to drive 

business performance through greater employee engagement. Although none of these 

organisations specifically mentioned the term “purpose” they do exhibit characteristics 

of what we can term “purpose-led”, in that the focus of the business is not just on 

making profit.  

Achieving the vision and purpose 

We identified several strategies implemented by the four Scandinavian organisations to 

support a 30-hour working week, but no two organisations took the same approach. In 

the next four sections we will explore different aspects of what they did and how these 

relate to relevant academic literature on good management practice. 

 

Figure 1: Blake & Mouton Grid 
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People are at the heart of an organisation. Within our four organisations we identified 

two themes that related to people – motivation and building trust, as underpinning 

foundations to drive productivity and engagement. 

Motivation 

Herzberg (1966) introduced the idea that jobs needed to motivate people in order to 

generate responsibility, achievement and growth. Boltanski and Chiapello (2005) also 

suggest that capitalism cannot prosper without some compelling reason for those for 

whom the system does not offer obvious reward (i.e. the workforce) to engage. Two 

key aspects of motivation came out of our research: the importance of intrinsic 

motivation and the fact that different people are motivated by different things. 

Intrinsic motivation A ✓ B  C ✓ D ✓ 

Intrinsic motivation is popularly seen as being more effective as a driver of high 

performance where creative problem-solving is required than the extrinsic motivation 

offered by financial reward (Pink, 2009). Amongst academics there is no clear 

agreement about the nature of intrinsic motivation. Ryan and Deci (2000) in their Self-

Determination theory (Figure 3) classify intrinsic as doing something purely for the joy 

of doing it, whilst extrinsic motivation is linked to an outcome. These outcomes can 

range from being coerced into doing something to doing it because the outcome is 

personally meaningful in some way.  

  Figure 2: Self Determination Theory  



 

  

8 People 6 

(c) Lysna Ltd 20 

For Locke and Schattke (2019) this definition of intrinsic motivation is not necessarily 

performance-inducing, as they suggest that enjoying an activity does not mean that 

the person will do it well. Drawing on the work of McClelland (1985) they propose the 

term “achievement motivation” where the person is motivated to achieve by competing 

against a standard of excellence. Kruglanski et al (2018) on the other hand define 

intrinsic motivation as engaging in an activity where the outcome is seen as part of the 

activity itself, rather than as a means to an end. For example, I may eat a healthy meal 

because it makes me feel good (intrinsic) or I may do it as part of an attempt to lose 

weight (extrinsic).  

What seems to matter from an organisational perspective is that there is a clear 

outcome or goal to achieve, which Locke and Latham’s (1990) goal-setting theory 

suggest should be specific and challenging. Job redesign that results in more complex, 

challenging and meaningful work results in better outcomes (Oldham & Hackman, 

2010). People need to see achieving the goals as potentially being of value to them, 

consistent with their values/sense of self, potentially meaningful and satisfying.  

Ryan and Deci (2000) outline three psychological needs that they suggest need to be in 

place in order for a person to be intrinsically motivated. First of all, they need to feel 

competent enough to complete the task. Competence means they either have the skills 

to do it, or they believe themselves capable of developing them. This level of self-

efficacy (Bandura, 1986) is 

important when considering what is 

a challenging goal – it should not 

be too easy, but nor should it be 

so hard that the person regards 

it as impossible to achieve. Skill, 

or at least skill variety is also an 

important component of 

Hackman & Oldham’s (1976) Job 

Characteristics Model (Figure 4), 

which sets out the core 

characteristics required in a job 

that generates successful work 

outcomes. 

The second psychological need 

is autonomy, which is where people feel they have the choice as to whether or not they 

work towards the goal, rather than have it imposed. Ryan and Deci suggest that an 

increasing sense of autonomy is linked to a sense of meaning. This may explain why 

having a business purpose (e.g. Laloux, 2014) is regarded as essential in order to 

develop self-autonomous teams. It provides both direction and a sense of 

Figure 3: Job Characteristics Model  
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meaningfulness that can motivate the team to perform well. Autonomy also appears as 

a core characteristic in the Job Characteristics model, together with task identity and 

significance, which are about providing the job holder with a sense of meaning. 

The third psychological need is relatedness, where Ryan and Deci (2000) reference 

attachment theory (Bowlby, 1979). Studies have shown that young children display 

more exploratory behaviour (indicating intrinsic motivation) when they feel securely 

attached to a caregiver. Howe (2011) describes the concept of two systems – the 

exploratory system, which is activated when the child is curious, playful and intrinsically 

motivated, and the attachment system, which is triggered when the child is alarmed, 

hurt or frightened. “Secure” children can effectively regulate the triggering of their 

attachment system, so that they develop the ability to be independent/ autonomous 

and capable of real intimacy with others. Children with an “insecure” attachment 

struggle to regulate the activation of their attachment system. They either become 

Avoidant (when they tend to deactivate their attachment system and avoid contact 

with the primary caregiver in times of distress). Or they become Anxious (when their 

attachment system tends to remain activated, even when the primary caregiver tries to 

calm them down). Fearful-Avoidant or Controlling children oscillate between Anxious 

and Avoidant and tend to operate from a place of fear. These styles continue into 

adulthood, but differ, dependent on the quality of the relationship with another 

person, and on the environment. This explains why people may feel relatively secure 

with some people, or in some environments (e.g. home) and feel completely different 

with other people, or in other 

environments (e.g. work). 

This concept of attachment styles 

underpins the Secure Base Leadership 

model (Figure 5) put forward by 

Kohlrieser, Goldsworthy and Coombes 

(2012). The key characteristics of their 

Secure Base leader who “Plays to Win” 

are that they challenge people through 

high levels of “daring” but at the same 

time they provide a supportive, safe 

environment through high levels of 

“caring”. There is a potential link here to 

the Team Management style advocated 

by Blake and Mouton (1985). “Playing to 

Dominate” leaders are Avoidants who 

challenge (dare) but don’t provide the 

supportive environment (care). They 

Figure 4: Secure Base leadership/  

attachment styles  
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potentially reflect the Authority/ Compliance style of Blake and Mouton. Howe (2011) 

describes Avoidants as often being more successful in organisations than any other 

type, which could reflect the suitability of the Avoidant type to the capitalist firm that is 

focused on financial results. Research by Vohs (2015) has also identified that when we 

focus on money or financial results, we tend to become more avoidant in nature.  

The “Playing Not To Lose” leader provides high levels of support (caring) but fails to 

challenge (dare) their followers. Again, we can link this to Blake and Mouton’s Country 

Club style which is good at developing group cohesion but less effective at driving 

performance (Tabernero et al, 2009). Howe (2011) also suggests that this style does less 

well in organisations. Finally, the “Playing to Avoid” type shows low levels of both 

challenge and support and can be linked to Blake and Mouton’s Impoverished 

Management. 

Some may suggest that to succeed in the competitive capitalist free market the Playing 

to Dominate style will always win out. Lent (2017) suggests that the dominating nature 

of Western culture is what has made it so successful in conquering other cultures. But 

the Playing to Dominate style can also be regarded as one that plays on fear rather 

than a creating a sense of safety. The concept of secure base and the notion of 

attachment style suggests that when people feel safe and secure at work, they are 

more likely to be curious, creative and more capable of problem-solving and 

innovation. The concept of “psychological safety” has been identified as a key 

component of high performing teams (Duhigg, 2016, Reynolds & Lewis, 2018). 

Edmondson (1999) defines it as the “shared belief within the team that it is safe to take 

interpersonal risks”. It comes from the quality of the relationships with other people. 

Social support at both home and work can also help to relieve stress and help 

employees cope with the demands of the job (Leiter & Durup, 1996, Sturges & Guest, 

2004). 

The SCARF model (Rock, 2009), based on neuroscience research, also emphasises the 

importance of psychological safety. Rock describes the brain as a social organ, whose 

reactions are affected by social interactions. He argues that management by reward is 

far more effective than managing by threat/fear. The type of rewards that drive 

performance and stimulate the brain in creative ways are reflected in the five elements 

that make up the SCARF model (Figure 6), one of which is relatedness. Rock describes 

this as the need to feel part of a group and have a sense of belonging to people who 

share similar values. This relates to social identity theory, which suggests that we seek 

out those who are like us (Kilduff and Brass, 2010). Relatedness and psychological 

safety could therefore be linked to a sense of purpose and shared values within a team 

and/or organisation. 
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Everyone is different A ✓ B  C ✓ D ✓ 

Different people are motivated by different things. This can be connected to how 

valuable or important people perceive the outcome to be to themselves, whether or 

not the activity/outcome provides a sense of meaning and/or whether or not they find 

it satisfying/enjoyable. We all differ in the relative importance of these three, and by 

what we each find to be of value, satisfying and meaningful.  

When it comes to value books on culture change typically emphasise the importance 

of selling the benefits of the change to employees. But, as we know from sales research 

(Rackham, 1995), a benefit is only really a benefit if it matches an expressed want, 

desire or need from a customer. For example, I will only appreciate having an extra day 

off a week if I really want to spend more time at home. This explains why flexible 

working arrangements don’t always work (Hochschild, 1997) because the organisation/ 

HR department has assumed people want the benefits on offer when in reality this is 

not the case. One of the reasons cited by the Wellcome Foundation for not going 

ahead with their trial was because not everyone wanted to have another day off (Booth, 

2019b, Clark, 2019). Our Scandinavian organisations experienced the same, so offered 

alternatives, such as additional training. 

When it comes to connection to a sense of meaning research by Schnell (2010, 2011) 

reveals that not everyone has a source of meaning in their life, but when they do it is 

diverse in nature. Schnell identified 26 sources of meaning spread across four 

dimensions of self-transcendence, self-actualisation, order and wellbeing. Just over half 

the people surveyed showed high commitment to at least one source of meaning. The 

most frequently cited and seemingly the most powerful was generativity, which she 

Figure 5: The SCARF model 
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defined as “guiding, nurturing and establishing the next generation through an act of 

care” (Schnell, 2011, p671). Other important sources included achieving a sense of 

harmony in personal relations, belief in a particular religion or spiritual supernatural 

reality, achieving power/dominance, personal development of skills/capabilities, and 

being creative or practical. So, as well as providing a sense of “making a difference” we 

can see how setting challenging learning goals (Parkes & Langford, 2008, Locke & 

Latham, 1990), designing jobs where people have complete responsibility for the final 

outcome (Hackman & Oldham, 1976) and creating a harmonious, supportive, safe 

environment (Ryan & Deci, 2000, Kohlrieser, Goldsworthy & Coombes, 2012) can all 

create a sense of commitment and enhance employee engagement. 

But just over a third of people in Schnell’s research were classed as “existentially 

indifferent”, which meant they felt no connection to any source of meaning, nor did 

they feel a need to do so. These people were just as likely to be found in the workplace 

as amongst the unemployed. This suggests that providing a sense of meaning through 

a clear purpose may not necessarily motivate everyone. 

Building trust 

Trust A ✓ B  C ✓ D ✓ 

Trust is seen as fundamental to an effective team (Lencioni, 2002) and the basis on 

which to build relationships in the network organisation (Boltanski & Chiapello 2005). 

The Oxford English Dictionary defines it as “the belief in the reliability, truth, or ability 

of someone to do something.” Indeed, sales research has revealed that salespeople 

build trust through their ability to share expertise and get things done (Liu & Leach, 

2001). Lencioni (2002) suggests that it also equates to the confidence within a team 

that their peers’ intentions are good and that there is no need to protect themselves 

within the team. Rock (2009) equates Relatedness with building trust, which depends 

on people feeling connected to people who are like them. Trust may therefore come 

from having a shared purpose and values that everyone has signed up to and is living 

by. Trust is also implicit in the development of psychological contracts (Rousseau, 

1995), which constitute the beliefs that people hold about what they have committed 

to. These psychological contracts are seen as self-fulfilling prophecies as they drive 

future behaviour. Finally, we can regard trust as enabling people to be themselves and 

speak their minds, so enabling more open sharing of knowledge within the 

organisation.  

 

Trust comes 

from a common 

sense of 

purpose, freely 

sharing 

knowledge and 

getting things 

done.  
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Power is about leadership and individual management of time and tasks, i.e. taking on 

the responsibility of getting things done. A definition of power is that it represents “the 

ability to get things done the way one wants them to be done” (Salancik and Pfeffer, 

1977, p.4). Sources of power are multi-dimensional and multi-faceted, (e.g. French & 

Raven, 1959). Within a traditional hierarchical organisation power is often associated 

with status or job title and can be delegated from above but one key component is a 

dimension we call “role power”. Role power is determined by how much the activities 

of a particular role are valued and respected by the organisation. The value ascribed to 

any particular activity will depend on how crucial it is in enabling the organisation to 

achieve its stated measures of success (Salancik and Pfeffer, 1977). For example, in a 

commercial profit-making organisation the sales team generally enjoy substantial role 

power because their activities generate the revenue necessary for the organisation’s 

survival. This role power conveys a form of symbolic power onto the individual 

members of the sales team, Symbolic power is defined as the recognition and self-

esteem that comes from having one’s qualities highly regarded by society (Gutiérrez 

Rincón, 2014, quoting Bourdieu, 1977). Pellandini-Simányi (2014) quotes Bourdieu 

(2000) as suggesting that this search for recognition is the fundamental basis of our 

human social existence and is central to us leading a meaningful life. 

Power struggles within organisations can be seen as a quest for symbolic power, 

orchestrating as an unconscious, competitive strategy to have one’s own qualities 

valued highly in order to gain access to scarce resources. A hierarchy will therefore 

exist in any organisation or group, based on what is valued the most (Pellandini-

Simányi (2014), quoting Dumont, 1970). It also explains why Hackman and Oldham 

(1976) identify task identity (i.e. the connection to an identifiable outcome that gives 

meaning to the work) and task significance (its impact on other people) as being 

essential in good job design. Most measures of work output are individually based 

(Cross, Rebele & Grant, 2016), which explains why people generally regard “real work” 

as those activities for which they are individually responsible (Fangel & Aaløkke, 2008), 

because this is how they achieve role power. 

Another way of achieving symbolic power within an organisation is to adhere to the 

values or culture. The more a person is seen to embody the cultural norms the more 

power/influence they are likely to gain. Power can also come from length of tenure in 

the organisation, or other forms of organisational “ranking”. 

Now let’s look at what our organisations did to organise power in order to get things 

done. 
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Leadership 

All the organisations cited effective leadership as being key to the success of the 

transformation. The following aspects of leadership were mentioned. 

Leaders taking responsibility A  B ✓ C  D ✓ 

Most books on cultural change cite the importance of senior leaders “walking the talk” 

and leading the way in making the change happen. By doing this they make it clear 

what values and behaviours are deemed most important by the organisation, so people 

know what they have to do in order to gain symbolic power. 

Hands-on support A  B ✓ C  D  

Hands-on leadership refers to the leader visibly supporting employees in the business 

every day. Part of this was knowing what was going on so that no one person was 

overloaded. This relates back to the concepts of a supportive work environment, 

relatedness and providing psychological safety, as discussed in the Motivation section. 

Everyone taking responsibility A ✓ B ✓ C ✓ D ✓ 

Leadership refers to more than just the senior leaders. Effective organisations are those 

that have leadership at all levels (Kotter and Heskett, 1992, Senge et al, 1999), including 

local line managers and internal networkers. In particular Organisation D (Training) 

emphasised the importance of everyone taking responsibility for their performance, 

without the need to be managed or led. We have already identified giving greater 

autonomy as a key ingredient in driving motivation, but it is not without its challenges. 

Wong and Giessner (2018) describe how empowering leadership can be seen as 

laissez-faire leadership where leaders abdicate responsibility, as the behaviours 

exhibited are broadly the same. Both involve some giving up of decision-making 

authority, but one is seen as positive and the other negative. Hence Organisation D 

also made it clear that leaders were still expected to play their part and show 

responsibility as leaders, even if greater autonomy was now in place. The success of an 

empowering leadership approach will depend on whether individual employees 

welcome the additional responsibility and autonomy that comes with this increased 

level of decision making.  

  

Leaders have to 
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Organisational structure 

Structure A  B ✓ C  D ✓ 

Lack of hierarchy A ✓ B  C  D  

Two organisations (B - Translation, D - Training) saw the need to consider the overall 

structure of the organisation and how that could support a fundamental change, 

before considering anything else. Organisation A (Research) mentioned a lack of 

hierarchy. Flatter organisational structures imply more distributed autonomy in terms 

of decision-making, which suggests the senior leaders need to adopt an empowering 

leadership style. 

Organising workload  

As might be expected when an organisation is trying to get more done in less time 

managing the workload is an important part of this culture change process. This 

includes both an organisational and individual responsibility. 

Allocation of workload A ✓ B ✓ C  D ✓ 

The allocation of work was important to make sure that some people did not struggle 

to fit in what was expected of them in the shorter time available. This allocation 

comprised two elements. Firstly, the need to make sure that no one had more work 

than they could realistically complete in a shortened working week. Secondly, the 

allocation of work needed to be fair. This relates back to the concept of Fairness in the 

SCARF model (Rock 2009). Gambles, Lewis and Rapoport (2006) also talk about the 

need for equity or perceived fairness in how work is structured. 

Outsourcing A ✓ B ✓ C  D  

Part of allocating work also involved defining what needed to be done within the 

organisation and what could be outsourced. This relies on the organisation being clear 

about its purpose and what it is here to do. Simply by focusing on the core business 

and pushing anything else out to a third party can be an efficient way of managing 

time. Some of this could be administrative tasks, such as booking travel. But an 

organisation may also want to outsource specialist tasks that it doesn’t have the 

internal expertise to fulfil. Outsourcing has also been described as one of the responses 

to the increased competitiveness brought about by globalisation, thus creating the 

network firm (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2005). 

Fair and 

equitable 

division of 

workload is 

crucial. 
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Managing individual work time 

Protecting time A  B ✓ C ✓ D ✓ 

Our Scandinavian SMEs took steps to ensure there was enough time for “real work”, i.e. 

individual tasks. People in Organisation B (Translation) took fewer breaks, so that 

individuals could get their work done in a shorter working day. Organisation C 

(Marketing) recognised the importance of individuals being able to have quality, 

uninterrupted time in order to complete certain tasks. They introduced the concept of 

Pomodoro, whereby people could signal by using a red light that they were not to be 

disturbed. The CEO regarded this as a “gamechanger” in terms of driving productivity 

in the business.  

Other studies of workplace behaviour (Cross, Rebele & Grant, 2016) have found that 

high performers tend to be good at protecting their individual work time and focus on 

their individually allocated tasks. Individual work tasks are also the ones that tend to 

spill over into non work time, with people either taking this type of work home or 

spending more time in the office to get things done when others are at home (Fangel 

& Aaløkke, 2008).  

Identifying what to do and what not to do A ✓ B ✓ C ✓ D  

Identifying what is core to the business and what is not extended to individuals in 

terms of them defining what to do and what not to do. Three of the organisations 

encouraged people to create What to do lists and/or What NOT to do lists, as a way of 

managing their time. We could regard this as an important step in helping individuals 

to increase their level of role power, by focusing on those activities deemed most 

crucial for the organisation. 
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The power of a mandate 

Setting clear expectations A ✓ B ✓ C  D ✓ 

Setting a clear mandate or expectations for every employee, including guidelines on 

how things needed to be done, was seen as essential. This helped to clarify exactly 

what was expected of people, so they knew how to prioritise their time in terms of 

what they needed to do, and what they did not need to do. 

Without a mandate people cannot have autonomy. As MacInnes (2008) describes, 

freedom (autonomy) is never without constraints. And in a controlled situation there is 

always a degree of freedom. Even Frankl (2006) found freedom to choose his attitude 

in the highly controlled Nazi concentration camp. 

The mandate therefore sets the boundaries within which a person can act with clear 

autonomy. For example, in a negotiation, the mandate defines what the negotiator can 

and cannot agree to in order to achieve a deal. Without that mandate in place the 

negotiator is not in a position to make proposals, offer trades or accept concessions on 

behalf of their organisation. A negotiator who has to go back and seek permission for 

the deal is in a weak position. Having a mandate is also related to trust. By giving you a 

mandate, I am demonstrating my trust in you. It forms a psychological contract 

between us. When you have a mandate that means you are in a position to make 

decisions and get things done, so it forms the basis of your power. This then helps you 

to build trust with others, as Liu & Leach (2001) discovered in their research on how 

salespeople built trust with customers. 

Setting clear expectations in terms of what is expected also helps to create a sense of 

Certainty, as defined within the SCARF model (Rock, 2009). This helps our brain to 

focus on what needs to be done. The more certainty an organisation can establish 

around what is expected of people and what they can expect in return for their efforts, 

the safer people are likely to feel.  

Effective leaders are also those who understand their followers’ expectations of what 

good leadership looks like and live up to those expectations. This is particularly 

important if leaders want to be seen as empowering. If an empowering leader has 

followers who expect a more hands-on, directive form of leadership then that leader is 

likely to be perceived in a negative light as being laissez-faire (Wong and Giessner, 

2018). Defining expectations is therefore a two-way process between leaders and 

followers to create the psychological contract between them. 

 

Power and 

autonomy only 

come from having 

a mandate. 

Without it people 

cannot take 

responsibility and 

make decisions. 
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The focus of the collaboration theme is on how people work together and are 

supported within the system. Collaborative time spent in meetings, answering emails or 

in conversations with colleagues/customers is not generally regarded as work time 

(Fangel & Aaløkke, 2008). This is because most people gain their symbolic role power 

by what they are seen to individually produce, rather than through achieving collective 

team goals (Lencioni, 2002), Yet studies have shown (e.g. Cross et al, 2016) that 70-85% 

of a white-collar worker’s time is generally spent on these collaborative activities. 

Managing that collaboration effectively to avoid overload and to ensure that it is done 

in the most timely efficient manner is key to reducing working hours. 

In this section we consider the following aspects of collaboration: transparency, 

ensuring adequate system resources are available and managing collaborative time. 

Transparency 

Transparency A  B ✓ C  D ✓ 

Transparency is important in relation to both setting expectations and how resources 

are allocated within the organisation. It therefore links to how power is managed and 

organised. It also reflects the principles of equity (Gambles, Lewis and Rapoport, 2006) 

and fairness (Rock, 2009). This helps to build a climate based on trust and certainty, 

which we have already established as being key to performance.  

Leaders may not be able to share all what they know but the more open they can be 

around how people are treated and supported the more engaged employees are likely 

to feel. This reinforces the sense of a supportive environment and psychological safety 

that is required for motivation and employee engagement. 

System resources 

Technology A ✓ B ✓ C ✓ D  

Right equipment A  B ✓ C ✓ D  

Conducive environment A  B  C ✓ D  

Three organisations recognised the importance of people having the right resources 

and environment to work in, which included the use of technology. ERP systems and 

data systems were both mentioned as helping to drive efficiency. In terms of 

equipment it was making sure that people had the equipment they needed to do the 

job. Environment included having water and good coffee available to support people 

throughout the day.   

People need the 

right resources to 

do the job, and 

they need to be 

allocated 

transparently. 
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Managing collaborative work time 

Effective collaboration comes from individuals being able to manage their “real work” 

time and collaborative time in a way that reaps benefits for both themselves and the 

organisation. Whilst some protect their “real work” time and avoid collaboration, others 

go to the other extreme and get burned out through the amount of support they offer. 

Cross, Taylor & Zehner (2018) suggest that the tendency to overload through 

collaboration is driven by a need to maintain reputation, identity and status in the 

organisation, i.e. gain symbolic power (Bourdieu, 1977). Cross et al (2018) identified 

three aspects to personal identity that can get in the way – the need to please others 

(Pleaser), which means people find it hard to say No, the need to appear as an expert 

(Knowledge), which means that people may keep knowledge to themselves rather than 

share it with others and the need to be in control (Control), which may make people 

reluctant to delegate authority. 

Our Scandinavian SMEs all recognised the importance of effective collaborative 

working and knowledge sharing within the organisation. Here are the actions that they 

took to manage and facilitate effective collaboration. 

Flexibility/support A  B ✓ C ✓ D  

We have already mentioned the importance of leaders offering hands-on support. But 

support from colleagues can also be important. One example is people stepping in to 

help others when they were struggling to complete certain tasks, so that everyone 

could go home on time. Flexibility, co-operation, agility and adaptability were all 

mentioned. Gone was the culture of competing for who puts in most hours in the 

office. Here we see a shift in the value system of what comprises the “ideal worker”. In 

traditional capitalist culture the ideal worker is the one who shows the most 

commitment, i.e., puts in the most hours (Gambles, Lewis & Rapoport, 2006). Working 

long hours is then a way of gaining symbolic power. But these firms deliberately 

restated values in relation to work hours, which then shifted how people could gain 

symbolic power, by being more co-operative. 

Meetings and email etiquette A ✓ B ✓ C ✓ D ✓ 

Effectively managing meetings included making sure every meeting had a clear 

agenda, starting and finishing within a set time and limiting the attendees. Improving 

email culture including having shorter and fewer emails, thinking about who to CC, and 

replacing email communication wherever possible with short, stand-up meetings or 

gatherings. 

  

The management 

of collaborative 

time, such as 

meetings and 

emails needs to 

be sharp. 
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Knowledge sharing 

Knowledge sharing A  B ✓ C  D  

A key aspect of collaborative working is sharing different sets of knowledge within an 

organisation. In the contemporary workplace most value add provided by firms comes 

from the utilisation of knowledge (Boltanski and Chiapello, 2006). We know from 

research (Reynolds and Lewis, 2018) that the most effective collaboration comes with 

cognitive diversity. But teams also need to have a psychologically safe environment in 

order to openly share knowledge (Reynolds & Lewis, 2018, Duhigg, 2016, Lencioni, 

2002, Parker & Wall, 1998). Uncertainty and fear of conflict get in the way of people 

opening up to each other, as well as the potential loss of symbolic power. Teams need 

a way of allowing different people to express their opinions, through techniques such 

as taking it in turns to talk (Duhigg, 2016) or engaging in a method of dialogue, (e.g. 

Isaacs, 1999). In this research knowledge sharing was specifically mentioned by B 

(Translation), but other organisations talked about the need for regular learning, which 

also requires a degree of knowledge sharing. Regular meetings were set up where 

knowledge sharing and learning were actively encouraged. 

 

Effective 

organisations are 

where people 

willingly and 

openly share 

knowledge with 

each other. 
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These organisations are dynamic systems, 

constantly listening to the information 

received both internally and externally and 

responding appropriately. All the 

organisations in the research focused on 

aspects of Innovation, such as continuous 

improvement, learning and managing 

change, as a way of continually shifting gear. 

This innovation was happening in three 

different areas – innovation around people 

(learning), and process (optimisation), as 

well as product. 

Learning 

Regular learning A  B ✓ C ✓ D ✓ 

People development A  B ✓ C ✓ D ✓ 

Regular learning meant short, regular meetings, at least once a week, where the sole 

purpose was knowledge sharing and learning from each other. These meetings could 

cover a variety of topics – structured learning, learning around the use of new tools, or 

just Question and Answer sessions. All the organisations saw the importance of doing 

this regularly to keep people engaged and motivated.  

The same organisations also mentioned people development in general, and the 

importance of the skills and expertise of staff. Here we have recognition of employees 

being the organisation’s most important asset. Parkes & Langford (2008) found that 

employee engagement/satisfaction is highly correlated with access to learning 

opportunities and challenges, plus the management of change and the degree of 

innovation experienced. 

Onboarding A  B ✓ C ✓ D  

As part of the commitment to learning and development a thorough and structured 

onboarding process was seen as essential to ensure new recruits got up to speed as 

quickly as possible. 

  

Regular learning, 

along with 

knowledge 

sharing, were key 

to driving 

innovation and 

productivity in the 

business. 
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Continuous improvement 

Process optimisation A ✓ B ✓ C ✓ D ✓ 

Continuous improvement A  B ✓ C ✓ D ✓ 

Productive organisations are those that have a culture of continuous improvement. 

They never want to rest on their laurels. Process optimisation was mentioned as key to 

create ongoing efficiencies. Continuous improvement was also seen as being key to 

culture change. 

Managing change 

Taking risks A ✓ B  C  D  

Change agents A  B ✓ C ✓ D  

The final aspect of innovation is the organisation’s attitude towards change. 

Organisation A (Research) saw taking risks as being crucial to their success, which 

reflects an organisation that has embraced the “daring” aspect of Secure Base 

leadership (Kohlrieser, Goldsworthy & Coombes, 2012). Organisation C (Marketing) 

recognised the importance of having change agents operating within the business to 

drive innovation. These agents represent what Senge et al (1999) refer to as “internal 

networkers”, i.e. leaders who operate at the front-line. The change agent is responsible 

for spotting new innovations, such as new technology, that could potentially bring 

value to the business. They are also responsible for coaching and supporting others in 

adapting to change and learning new systems and processes. 

 

Innovation relies 

on a culture that 

thrives on 

continuous 

improvement and 

supports change. 
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Shortening the working week has clearly had benefits for the organisations that took 

part in this research. But when you unpack what actions they took to achieve this, then 

the strategies reflect good management practice that is line with current thinking 

about how to achieve a more “human-centred” form of capitalist organisation. It is 

difficult therefore to separate out the impact of a shorter working week on employee 

wellbeing and firm productivity, if these are to be our two main measures of success. 

Setting out a goal and a leadership commitment to ensuring a high quality of life for all 

employees is the first step in changing a value system away from “profit is all that 

counts” and “the ideal worker is the one who works longest and hardest”. This, as we 

have seen, impacts on what behaviours help people achieve “symbolic power” within 

the organisation, which is a fundamental driver. 

In terms of motivation focusing on what is really important to different individuals, 

providing the supportive environment required for people to feel psychologically safe, 

ensuring they have the competence and skills to achieve their goals and allowing a 

greater degree of autonomy all serve to enhance employee engagement and 

productivity. 

When it comes to the management of power being fair and equitable in the 

distribution of resources, expecting everyone to take responsibility but at the same 

time setting clear boundaries through a mandate helps to ensure that people focus on 

what is necessary and have the freedom to make appropriate choices. 

Collaborative working is seen as essential, especially when it comes to knowledge 

sharing and organisational learning. But it has to be managed effectively. People are 

challenged to question whether they really need to attend a meeting or send an email. 

Finally, having a human focus in an organisation that goes beyond profit has been 

recognised as promoting the organisation’s ability to be innovative and go through 

transformational change. We could suggest that this happens because the human-

centred approach encompasses the “caring” aspect of Kohlrieser’s Secure Base 

Leadership model or the Focus on People of the Blake-Mouton grid. This provides the 

supportive environment with the focus on human connection and care that is essential 

for us to feel secure. Once we feel secure, we can then enter our exploratory system 

(Howe, 2011) and be at our creative and innovative best.  
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Introducing the “Frame” 

To conclude these four different elements of People, Power, Collaboration and 

Innovation all have a role in creating the successful and sustainable organisation of the 

future. They reflect the balance between the needs of its human employees and the 

needs of the organisational structure itself. People and Power are about individual 

needs and contribution to the organisation. Collaboration and Innovation are about 

how people work together to achieve organisational aims. Together we call them the 

“Frame” of the organisation, which supports the core purpose, vision and values. We 

offer this Frame model as a potential framework for future research and new thinking 

about how organisations could evolve in the 21st century. 

 

 

Figure 6: The Frame 
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